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Abstract 
“Beautiful History and Beastly Science. Human science and the natural history of mankind” is a multidisciplinary 
educational project realised in 2010 by the Section of Anthropology of the National Museum of Prehistory and 
Ethnography "L. Pigorini", along with the participation of the “Augusto Righi” high school  in Rome. The aims of 
the project were (1) to present science in a new and stimulating perspective for students; (2) to share purposes and  
methodologies of the scientific research; (3) to show how the humanities and the scientific culture can and should 
collaborate in conjoint projects. These were achieved by making the students realize firsthand some bio-
anthropological analyses of skeletal material from ancient human populations, following the very same methods and 
approaches that nowadays characterize advanced anthropological studies.  
1. Introduction 
In Italian society, scientific and humanistic culture domains are still viewed as being two worlds apart, with different 
values, goals, approaches and methodologies (Bernardini & De Mauro, 2003). This condition is also reflected in  
Italian schools where the teaching curricula very seldom foresees programs which integrate different learning 
subjects from different disciplines. Furthermore, Italian students tend to perceive humanities as easy and interesting 
learning subjects, whereas science is considered to be a difficult one (Valente & Cerbara, 2008).  
Given this situation, in the last few years, the Italian Ministero dell’Istruzione, Universita` e Ricerca (MIUR) has 
been promoting and financing the development of innovative projects, aimed at enhancing science literacy and an 
interest toward the scientific subjects, also by calling upon the involvement of researchers from different scientific 
fields. Scientists at school can introduce tools and didactic interventions to counter the delay in the “didactic 
transposition” i.e. the time required for current issues of scientific research to be included in school textbooks. 
Moreover, long term experience has proved that unidirectional transmission of the scientific culture is not effective 
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if it is detached from broader educational projects involving researchers, teachers and students in shared didactic 
programs (Knight & Wood, 2005; Laursen et al., 2007; Sperduti et al., 2010). 
Following this approach, we have developed the scientific didactic project " Beautiful History and  Beastly 
Science. Human science and the natural history of mankind". The project was developed with the specific goal to 
introduce an innovative educational experience at school, aimed to fill the gap between humanities and sciences. 
The basic objectives of the project were: (1) to present science in a new and stimulating perspective for students; (2) 
to share purposes and methodologies of  scientific research; (3) to show how humanistic and  scientific cultures can 
(and should) collaborate in conjoint projects; (4) to create an occasion of inter-changes between the school and the 
academic world. 
We have thus identified a means of intervention that we consider to be feasible and promising: engaging students 
in a firsthand experience of scientific research within a multidisciplinary approach. Specifically, we made the 
students lead anthropological analyses of skeletal samples from archeological contexts and interpret the outcomes in 
the light of historical and archaeological information. 
2. Methods 
Four classes of the “Augusto Righi” scientific high school of Rome (10th grade; age 15-16) participated in the 
teaching/research program. The project was carried out through the following steps: 
1. Presentation of the project to the students: explaining the theoretical background, purposes and articulation. 
2. Introductory practical workshop on skeletal and dental anthropology: first contact with the skeletal material for 
the acquisition of a basic knowledge of skeletal anatomy, criteria for the determination of sex and age, 
reconstruction of living stature and elements of paleopathology. 
3. Introduction of the historical and archaeological contexts of samples. Meetings with archaeologists from the 
Pigorini Museum. 
4. Workshops on specific research topics. Each class followed one single topic. During the workshops the 
students worked on sampling data, carrying out the analyses, organizing  the results and proceeding with their 
interpretation. 
5. Practical workshop for writing a scientific text. After a short theoretical introduction on how to build a 
scientific discourse, each class prepared and organized the contributions (textual and iconographic) necessary for 
the construction of a scientific poster. The creation of a dedicated online forum (accessible only to students of the 
classes involved, their professors and educators of the Pigorini Museum) enabled a continuous exchange of 
materials, products, information to complete the posters. 
3. Results 
The outcomes of the project were presented at a scientific symposium held at the "La Sapienza, University of 
Rome", attended by students, teachers, educators and university professors. Each class prepared, presented and 
discussed the results of their own analysis with the specialists (anthropologists and historians) invited to the 
symposium. The titles of the 4 posters (see Figure 1) are listed below:  
1. Fishing, disease and nutrition among the inhabitants of the ancient town of Velia (I-II cent. AD). 
2. The life of the children of Portus Romae: Weaning, nutrition, and disease in imperial Roman times. 
3. Dead people talking… about their life. Paleodemographic analysis of the skeletal sample of Velia (I-II cent. AD). 
4. A thread factory... our teeth are not just for eating. Analysis of non-masticatory tooth wear in the Bronze Age 
sample from Gricignano. 
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Figure 1. The four scientific posters prepared and presented by the students at the symposium 
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4. Discussion 
 
Learning science requires having a view of the nature of science, how it is practised and how it interacts with 
other fields of research  (Latour, 1997; Ziman, 1984). Innovative teaching experiences should thus include 
(whenever possible) the possibility of realizing firsthand scientific discoveries, by creating concrete opportunities 
for the students to collect, analyse, synthesize, and evaluate data (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). Thus, during the 
entire project - from its initial stages, until the creation of the final products - the basic imperative was to propose 
firsthand science, made through forms of learning, characterized by dynamism, interactivity and sharing. The 
workshops were not mere "performances" of the operators, nor the manipulation of objects (although a great 
attraction) just for "the fun of it", but participating moments in which curiosity, enjoyment, passion, discipline, 
divergent thinking, and insights had guided the activities of each student. 
The enthusiastic and collaborative participation of the students to the project is a measure of how the project 
proved to be effective in promoting meaningful learning and deep changes in attitudes towards science. Moreover, 
the students achieved the following educational objectives: 
- the perception of the value of the archeological findings as unique and valuable objects of analysis; 
- the activation of multicompetent, multidisciplinary, and complex processes of knowledge; 
- the development of a real interest toward science, including its methods and its actors; 
- the ability to organize for their work in an autonomous and responsible way and to operate within a 
working team proactively and collaboratively; 
- the development of skills and abilities rarely brought to light by the school curricula; 
- the pleasure and satisfaction of finding themselves as key players in their own learning processes. 
 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
These last decades we are witnessing how new theoretical perspectives and new courses of research projects are 
leading towards a more unitary building and enrichment of  human knowledge (Wilson, 1998). The information 
from different research fields are progressively integrating into a complex system, as has resulted in a recent study 
(Rosvall & Bergstrom, 2008). Physical anthropology, even if it is a small branch of biological sciences, has proven 
to be a research field capable of bringing together information from different and distant disciplines, such as history, 
human anatomy, ecology, archaeology, biochemistry, molecular biology, and medicine (see for instance: Crowe et 
al., 2010). It is not just a matter of exchanging data and information, but the building of a much more profound link, 
in which interests, goals, tools and languages, all come together and align. 
The challenge of this project has been to share this vision and research approach with high school students, in 
order to emphasize - through a concrete experience - the concept of the unity of knowledge and how it should be 
pursued through the integration of different modes of inquiry. 
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